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Abstract 
Applied to the classroom (undergraduate or academic field), competition and cooperation have advantages and disadvantages, 
according to multiple analysis criteria. The present study aim to evaluate how the students at the Polytechnic University of 
Bucharest describe and use the concepts of cooperation and competition, with possible applications in other educational 
domains (working groups from high school and university). We conducted a content analysis of responses by grouping them 
on several topics and sub-topics. Then we have established a hierarchy of frequency of occurrence of these emerging themes, 
describing the preferences in relationship types for the group of students concerned. The results confirm the current 
considerations upon cooperation and competition, bringing in the same time a new personalized evaluation of their effects on 
personal performance and that of colleagues, emotional climate, and personal identity development. 
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1. Background 
Beginning from the childhood, the individual lives in a value and attitudinal field and is subject to 
determinations from the socialization instances (persons, groups, institutions, organizations) (Ilut[1]). Thus, any 
given communication is an attempt to influence others. In the educational environment, the influence can be a 
criterion for the analysis of interactions existing in the classroom. The types of relationships usually described in 
education are the cooperation ones (based on coordinated efforts in order to achieve a common goal), the 
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competition ones (based on rivalry of partners in achieving individual targets), and the conflict ones (based on 
mutual opposition of partners, reported to an indivisible goal) (Iucu[2]). At the classroom level, solving a task 
can be realized in the context of an interaction based either on competitive relations or on the cooperation 
relations. It is generally considered that "competition is a motivational form of self-assertiveness; meanwhile the 
cooperation is a socially oriented activity, in which the individual collaborates with others to achieve a common 
goal" (Ausubel and Robinson[3]).   
The advantages and disadvantages of competition and cooperation are largely discussed in the recent 
educational literature. Their representations may help in understanding the way students create, maintain and 
dissolve relationships, design their self-image and evaluate their personal performance. For example, Wild[4] 
creates a debate around the specific needs for competition or cooperation in the first university degree teaching. 
In a study from 1995, members of cooperative teams outperformed individuals competing with each other on all 
4 types of problem solving evaluated (Qin et al [5]). The result stems from the  finding that individuals in 
cooperative groups produced better solutions to problems than individuals working in competitive environments, 
but, as Prince [6] suggests, they don’t necessarily develop stronger, more permanent and more transferable 
problem solving skills.  
Considering as necessary a current assessment on cooperation and competition in the educational field in 
Romania, we aim in the present study to examine the modality in which students represent, describe and use the 
concepts of cooperation and competition, with application to their working groups from high school and 
university.  
2. Methods 
Students at the Polytechnic University of Bucharest were asked, during a practical application on the 
discipline 'Classroom Management', in the second semester of the academic year 2011-2012, to write a short 
essay in order to offer examples of cooperation and / or competition in the group that are / were part of, in 
relation with: personal performance and that of colleagues; emotional climate; the modality in which their 
personal identity developed. 
The students involved in the study (41, 3rd year) are enrolled at the Faculty of Mechanics and Mechatronics 
(5), the Faculty of Applied Sciences (2), the Faculty of Engineering and Management of Technological Systems 
(25) and the Faculty of Biotechnical Systems (9). 
We conducted, in an exploratory single-step study, a content thematic analysis of responses by grouping them 
on several topics and sub-topics of: advantages of cooperation, advantages of competition, disadvantages of 
cooperation, disadvantages of competition, each topic being illustrated with personal examples from the high 
school class, respectively from the group of faculty they currently belong. 
We organize hierarchically the frequencies of occurrence of these emerging themes, describing the 
preferences in relationship types for the group of students concerned. The next two seminars subsequent to the 
application of these essays, we offered them a feed-back, exploring together the significance of their responses 
and the personal relevance for the students in question. 
3. Results 
The assertions from students have been analysed and quoted, then organized  following  the chosen topics, in 
order of frequency of apparition. For some of the topics we give also specifications. We observed quite often that 
the same student gave more than one example for the topics shown below and that he/she offered justifications 
for cooperation and competition in the same time, presenting them on a contextual basis (e.g. cooperation is good 
in a specific context, and competition in another). That’s why the final number of similar quotes is bigger than 
the number of students included in the study (41).  
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3.1. Cooperation 
3.1.1. Personal performance and that of colleagues  
• Increases especially in the period of exams: "cooperative relations are highlighted in the moments of mutual 
aid in the period of exams, when we must realize most of our projects" (12 answers) 
• Increases when students need to work on projects and laboratories in a collaborating way: "we are working 
three colleagues by sharing tasks", "relations of cooperation are highlighted during laboratories, when we are 
working in teams, calculating and interpreting the results. Everyone has done a calculation or some activity, so 
we can finish quickly and effectively the laboratory. If one of us does not understand the process of the paper, 
one of his colleagues, who understood better what the professor explained,  explains to him one more time " (8 
answers) 
•  Increases if students live and work together, for example in the student residence: "2 to 6 students, depending 
on how much the space allows" (7 answers) 
•  Cooperation helps increasing the performance by increasing the cohesion of a "diversified group- with 
different mentalities and habits-for example, by creating a common e-mail for the group" (7 answers) 
• Facilitates the exchange of information necessary in group: "Most of the time, the teambuilding leads to 
success, which implies increased confidence in themselves, increased self-esteem and the apparition of a 
feeling of concern in order to obtain the benefits for everyone in the group "(6 answers) 
• Allocation of responsibilities in a group where people choose their mates leads to improved performance: "if 
we could choose our colleagues with whom to collaborate, the performances were high, because each of us 
has chosen the responsibility within the group according to his/her own knowledge and limits. For example, in 
the project 'Machine components' the working group consisted of three people, each with its responsibility: 
one of the persons, who had higher knowledge of mathematics, was responsible for the calculation, another 
person, with a penchant for technical drawing, made the drawing, and the third dealt with the presentation of 
the paper ". But if "the group members were imposed one to another, the performance was lower than in the 
first case" (5 answers) 
3.1.2. Emotional climate 
• Is a positive one, if those who collaborate already know one each other, " with the closest, with the colleagues 
we became friends more easily- subjectivity which arises, after all, from us" (7 answers) 
• A positive climate increases communication, negotiation and argumentation skills: e.g. at presentations at 
sessions of scientific student’s communications (6 answers) 
• Friendly relations can be developed in a suitable climate, due to spatial proximity and to the fact that students 
spend more time together (5 answers) 
3.1.3. Development of personal identity 
• Increases the self-esteem (6 answers) 
• People become more altruistic: "Following our collaboration, I became more altruistic, I acquired teamwork 
skills and I was able to learn many useful things from my colleagues and reciprocally" (5 answers) 
• Increases the flexibility: "The teamwork helped me become more malleable, to take no more hasty decisions 
in solving the problem, and to analyze it very accurately" (5 answers) 
• Leads to the development of social skills: "We learned to develop social skills and to realize that we have the 
ability to handle stress and adversaries" (4 answers) 
• Increases the responsibility: "This experience gave me more confidence, increased ability to work in a team 
and, of course, helped me discover new qualities such as responsibility and organizational sense" (4 answers) 
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3.2. Competitiveness 
3.2.1. Personal performance and that of colleagues  
• The competition leads, generally, to improved performance through a better intrinsic motivation: "at a simple 
analysis, the competition, in the examples given- various individual and group projects, games of volleyball at 
the high school or city level, Olympics, the final exams, the Baccalaureate- motivated me to make greater 
efforts, to fight for what I wanted, to aspire to a higher position, to be always ready to face a new 
challenge"(10 answers) 
• The performance increases in the case of final assessments: "It's true that we help each other throughout the 
academic year, but the final evaluation, the exam, is for each of us individually, and this makes often the 
difference between students, because in this moment it can be easily seen who learned and who didn’t" (9 
answers) 
• Increase the desire to be the first: "it was a competition between groups who were doing projects, because 
everyone wanted to be the first, in most cases it had to be one very good in IT, and another one who knew how 
to explain the project, and we all gave our efforts and accumulated new information because of competition"(8 
answers) 
• The competition increased in the last two years of high school: "to have a better outcome at the Baccalaureate 
and for choosing a better university" (6 answers) 
3.2.2. Emotional climate 
• The emotional climate is negative, due to selfishness of some colleagues: a criticized character trait for the 
respondent in question-"There are some selfish students who don’t want to explain to others, or are unwilling 
to share their knowledge, for fear of being undervalued or surpassed in their evaluation. Their competition 
seems to be based on the ambition to have the highest grades and to not lose their scholarship" (10 answers) 
• The negative climate develops a sense of envy: "Most of them were envious when a colleague took a higher 
note, and if you needed any explanation on a topic, there were very few those who offered help. Unfortunately 
these "jealous guys" needed sometimes some clarifications also, and because they didn’t help, they were not 
helped. For these reasons appeared discussions between us and even small wickedness, and the climate was 
not a too happy one " (7 answers) 
• Leads to degradation and breaking of friendships and relationships: "we ruined the friendship, because of lack 
of communication or when the girlfriend got a higher grade" (5 answers) 
3.2.3. Development of personal identity 
• Personal identity develops best in the competition relations: "because we were noticed", "At different fields of 
study we divided ourselves into work teams to perform a presentation, and during the presentation there was 
support on the one hand, but also competition on the other hand, because only one team received the 
maximum score and was the winner. These experiences helped us in the development of personal identity 
because they make us realize our own ability facing the opponent, our attitude towards teammates, the stress 
and emotions accumulated during that presentation” (8 answers) 
• Increases the ambition (7 answers) 
• Increases the individualism: "Competition exists also when some of our colleagues discover a contest for the 
student practice, for example, and they don’t tell others in order not to apply so many for that program, and 
thus the competition decreases and the chances of success of himself increase" (5 answers). 
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4. Discussions and conclusions 
In the groups where these essays were given we observed, in a global mode, a slight tendency for students to 
state in a more clearly way the effects of cooperation upon those of competition. Their responses thus conform to 
research results in the educational field during the last decades (Iucu[2], Ausubel and Robinson[3], Qin et al. [5], 
Stan[7], NegreĠ-Dobridor and Pâniúoară[8]). Meanwhile, students have highlighted some contexts in which 
cooperation is superior to competition (working on joint projects, both in the last 2 high school classes, and in the 
first 3 years of college; creating a calm, friendly and pleasant climate; developing teamwork skills, facilitating 
understanding of information, through explanations inside the group; improving communication, negotiation and 
argumentation skills). Students referred actually to filtration factors (Schmuck R., Schmuck P., 1992, ap. 
Ulrich[9]) which explain how students relate in class; these factors would be proximity, physical attractiveness, 
social status, preferences for people with a certain status and who provide security, discovery of shared values 
and attitudes, improving self-image by giving and receiving positive feedback. However, some of students 
showed that personal identity develops also by reference to a group with opposed interests and values to the 
group of belonging, and that one of the disadvantages of cooperation is exactly the possibility of losing 
individualizing motivation. 
On the other hand, students with strong, well-formed personalities found that competition is motivating, 
giving responsibility to students, helping students become mature through acquiring life experience;  allowing a 
better self-understanding, by increasing self-esteem; stimulating students’ effort and productivity; promoting 
higher standards and aspirations; cultivating motivation for self-actualization, by competing with himself; finally, 
students will assess themselves in a realistic manner, developing critical thinking. But a competition taken to the 
extreme may expand outside the school (for example in friendly sport contests) and creates antipathies; in 
addition, it affects self-confidence, damages some friendly relations already formed, deteriorates collegial 
relations, cultivates tendency to cheat in order to be noticed; leads to violence and conflicts, causes 
marginalization of shy students; allows the formation of subgroups, the so-called gangs within the school group. 
Students who believed that competition in the educational field is to be avoided in an absolute manner made 
actually a confusion between the terms “competition” and “conflict”. 
Discussions with students taken in the two seminars subsequent to the application of essays clarified the terms 
used in a confused manner, eliminated the generalizations, leading to a better understanding of oneself and of 
colleagues, to the acceptance and affirmation of personal work style, and also to the knowledge of modality to 
ask for help from the group they belong to. 
 
References 
 
[1]IluĠ, P., Valori, atitudini úi comportamente sociale. Teme actuale de psihosociologie (Values, Attitudes and Social Behaviors. Current 
Topics on Psychosociology),  Iaúi, Editura Polirom, 2004   
[2]Iucu, R., Managementul clasei de elevi (Classroom Management),  Iaúi, Editura Polirom, 2006 
[3]Ausubel, D., Robinson, F., ÎnvăĠarea în úcoală. O introducere în psihologia pedagogica (Learning in School. An Introduction to 
Pedagogical Psychology), Bucureúti.Editura Didactică úi Pedagogică, 1981 
[4]Wild C., On Cooperation and Competition, plenary address, ICOTS 7 (The 7th International Conference on Teaching Statistics), Salvador, 
Bahia, Brazil 2-7 July 2006, Published by IASE (International Association for Statistical Education), available online at 
http://www.stat.auckland.ac.nz/~iase/publications/17/PL7_WILD.pdf, consulted on November the 25th 2012. 
[5]Qin Z., Johnson D.W., Johnson R.T., Cooperative Versus Competitive Efforts and Problem Solving, Review of Educational Research, 
1995, vol. 65 no. 2, 129-143. 
[6]Prince, M., Does Active Learning Work? A Review of the Research, Journal of Engineering Education, 2004, 93(3), 223-231. 
[7]Stan, E, Managementul clasei (Classroom Management), Bucureúti, Editura Aramis, 2006 
[8]NegreĠ-Dobridor, I., Pâniúoară  I.O., ùtiinĠa învăĠării: De la teorie la practică (Science of Learning: From Theory to Practice), Iaúi, 
Editura Polirom, 2005 
[9]Ulrich, C. Sociologia educaĠiei (Sociology of Education), Bucureúti, Politehnica Press, 2011. 
